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“Whew! I’m not used to this muggy weather yet.” Chantal pulled her wavy auburn hair into a ponytail, wiped sweat off her brow with her hand and dried it on her jeans leg. “I forgot what September in Mississippi is like.”
Sue grinned and donned an Atherton Warriors baseball cap, tucking her curly brown hair into it and slipping on a pair of aviator style sunglasses. “That’s what you get for running off to Kansas, cousin.” She put two large nested plastic bins in the bed of her old red Chevy pickup and checked the contents of the top bin – water bottle, cell phone, sunscreen, boots, gardening gloves, two pair of cutters and two spools of twine. If all went well, the bins would be filled with kudzu vines by the end of the day.
“Ready to go? I want to get as much done as we can before the day gets too hot.” Sue climbed into the truck and Chantal followed, pulling sunglasses over dark brown eyes and settling in for the bumpy ride back down the dirt road she’d just traveled to Sue’s cottage.
“Where are we going today? There’s a ton of kudzu in these parts.”
“A few days ago I spotted a place on the riverbank that looks promising. I thought we’d start there.” Sue glanced at Chantal. “I’m glad I can harvest without a bunch of government interference. Believe it or not, fiber artists I know in other states have to get permits to cut kudzu. You’d think the states would welcome any help they can get controlling the stuff.”
Shania Twain’s “Feel Like a Woman” came on the radio. Sue cranked up the volume and started singing along as the truck flew over the dirt lane toward the paved county road that ran parallel to the Mississippi River.
Chantal harmonized with her cousin for a verse and a chorus, then asked, “What got you into fiber art full time? I thought you were doing okay as an accountant.”
Sue turned down the radio. “Even with the extra effort involved in running my own business – filling online orders, working shows and festivals, the actual basket weaving and making of papers and jellies and whatnot – it’s so much more satisfying than simply crunching numbers all day.
“And believe it or not, the money is better. Between Internet orders and the Kudzu Fest six weeks ago, it was a very good summer for me. That’s why I needed to go out today – with the Fall Festival coming up at the end of October, I need to refresh my vine stockpile and make more baskets, paper and wall hangings. I still have plenty of soaps and kudzu blossom jelly, but I’m running low on the other items.”
Pulling off the road at the patch she’d chosen to harvest, Sue cut the ignition and turned to Chantal. “A couple of things to remember – keep your gloves on at all times; you never know what you’ll run into in these vines. Speaking of which, watch out for snakes – sometimes you find cottonmouths in kudzu. I haven’t seen any yet, but you never know.”
“Snakes? You left that out of the sales pitch, girl.” Chantal pulled on her boots and hopped out of the truck, casting a slightly alarmed glance around the area.
“Would you have come?” Sue grinned, geared up, retrieved the bins and waded into the sea of green. “Let me show you what to look for and how to harvest it.” She handed Chantal a pair of cutters and a spool of twine, then separated the bins and handed her the empty one.
Sue took hold of a vine that was about the diameter of her pinkie and traced its length almost to the ground. Making a cut and gently tugging on the vine, she pulled it loose from the tangle of overgrowth, then coiled it, tied the coil gently with twine from the spool she’d hung from her belt, and dropped the coil into the bin.
“Be patient as you’re pulling the vines loose. Kudzu grows up to 18 inches a day in summer, so it won’t damage the rest of the plant if you break the vine off, but it might make the cutting useless for weaving.”
Chantal nodded and started harvesting, using the technique Sue had shown her. Satisfied with her cousin’s efforts, Sue moved a bit away. Working slowly and steadily, she harvested several small young vines, then turned her attention to some bigger ones for basket handles.
A particularly entangled older vine drew her deeper into the patch. Inching forward and humming a Faith Hill tune, she bumped into something in the undergrowth. A rank, rotten/sweet smell rose and Sue shifted to the left a little, trying without success to skirt the obstacle. Since kudzu covers anything in its path, Sue assumed it was a decaying tree trunk or log.
Tugging the last of the vine free, she stumbled and fell forward. Instinctively reaching out to break the fall, Sue touched something soft. Even through gardening gloves, it didn’t feel like a rotting log...
Sue felt bile rise in her throat, jumped up and stumbled backward, away from the partially decomposed corpse of a tall, thin man in ragged jeans and a grimy t-shirt. She turned aside a few feet away from the body and threw up, then stripped off and dropped her gloves and reached for the water bottle and cell phone.
“911? I’m out on Highway 11 about two miles south of Johnston Road. There’s a corpse in the kudzu…”
Her next call was to Chantal, who tried to run to Sue’s aid but tripped in the snarl of vines and had to resort to goose-stepping. When she finally arrived, ready to give Sue a comforting hug, she found her cousin shooting pictures of the dead body with her cell phone camera.
“Cous? What in the world…?”
Sue turned troubled emerald eyes to Chantal. “Something about him seems familiar.”
“I understand, Brigitte, and I’m sorry you can’t make it. I hope we’ll see you soon.” Hanging up the phone and sighing, Helene Atherton turned to Chantal. “Your little sister has a prior engagement, my dear. She won’t be joining us for dinner tonight. Again.”
Chantal shook her head and gave her mother a brief hug. “Mother, I know how disappointed you are. I’ll try to get together with Brigitte sometime next week and find out what’s keeping her away so much.” She pulled back and started to leave. “I need to dress for dinner; I’ll be back at 6 sharp.”
Helene patted Chantal’s shoulder. “Thank you, darling.”
“For what, Mother?” Chantal turned around.
Helene cleared her throat. “For remembering what’s important to me and caring enough to honor our traditions.”
Chantal paused, searching her mother’s expression for any sign of the manipulations that were second nature to Helene. Seeing nothing but genuine pain over Brigitte’s continuing withdrawal from the family, Chantal walked back to embrace her again, but in that instant Helene’s matriarchal façade quietly slipped back into place as she turned toward the staircase in the foyer. “Don’t be late, dear. We’re having steak au poivre tonight.”
Biting her lower lip, Chantal watched her mother sashay up the stairs to her suite. Helene Atherton, born Helen Smith, sashayed everywhere. Chantal suspected if Helene had her way, she would probably wear the antebellum dresses reserved for use during the Spring Tour of Historic Homes every day. Firmly convinced of her status as a Southern belle, Helene played to the hilt her role as wife of the town’s leading citizen. Add to that her lifelong love of all things French, and Helen had dubbed herself Helene, who named her children Chantal and Brigitte.
Chantal chuckled wryly but quietly so as not to offend her departing mother, who had excellent hearing. Leaving the foyer, Chantal walked through the house and out the back door to the garden, meandering across the yard to the corner where her cottage was located.
When she moved back home and gave up a job as a journalist at a small daily newspaper in Kansas, Chantal made separate living quarters one of the conditions of her return. Her mother wasn’t happy, but agreed with the arrangement.
What Helene knew that Chantal didn’t at the time was there was no other housing available in Atherton, so to honor their agreement, Helene had a small cottage built on the grounds of the family estate. This gave Chantal a living space separate from her parents, while keeping her close enough to be called upon quickly if something else should happen to Martin, Chantal’s father and the reason she had agreed to return in the first place. Martin had suffered a heart attack six months earlier, around the same time his executive assistant retired, prompting Helene to call her oldest daughter home.
So now, back in her childhood hometown only five months, entrenched in the latest family dramas and working at her father’s bank, Chantal reconsidered the wisdom of her decision as she paused at the cottage door. Wonder if my old job in Kansas is still open?
Brigitte sat on the edge of her armchair, fidgeting with a cup of tea as her gaze darted around the room. Chantal was no less tense but feigned nonchalance, relaxing into the chair opposite her sister and sipping a latte as she observed Brigitte’s agitation. Chantal was amazed Brigitte had even answered her cell phone, let alone agreed to meet her at Fuzzy Logic, the town’s only coffeehouse and Internet café.
Fuzzy Logic was owned by a former high school classmate of Chantal’s, Josefina Madison. Jo had attained a dual degree in business and computers at an out-of-state university, then returned to help bring Atherton into the 21st century. Having been bitten by the Internet bug during her college years, Jo decided her hometown needed to be wired. Since no one else caught her vision, she had to be content with opening a bookstore, Cover 2 Cover, with an in-house coffee shop. When the local cable company began offering Internet service, she brokered a deal to become the town’s only wifi hub. Everyone who knew her thought she was wasting her money; what did a small town like Atherton need with an Internet café?
Jo’s vision paid off in a big way when business travelers found out there was a wifi hotspot in town, since the local hotels either didn’t offer Internet service or charged for it. Now, five years later, Fuzzy Logic was doing so well she was contemplating selling Cover 2 Cover and working out a deal to continue running the café as a separate business. The café had an entrance adjacent to the bookstore’s, so customers didn’t have to go through one to get to the other. That option was available to them, though, and bookstore browsers often did wander into the café to spend some time reading their purchases over a cup of whatever.
Jo hadn’t been able to line up a buyer for Cover 2 Cover yet, but she was always on the lookout for the right person. Lately she’d been eying Chantal, who had firmly refused to consider the idea of becoming a business owner. She said it was because her father needed her at the bank, but the truth was, she wasn’t sure she wanted to make such a commitment to a business or to the town itself. In the back of her mind, she nourished the notion that once dear old dad was healthy enough to manage on his own, she would start looking for another reporting job somewhere outside the area.
Meanwhile, she had to try to mediate between her drama queen of a mother and her rebellious younger sister. She set her cup down on the table between the sisters, noticing that Brigitte’s agitation seemed to grow the longer they sat, as if she were afraid to be seen there – whether in the café or with her sister, Chantal wasn’t sure.
“Okay, spill,” Chantal finally said. “You’re more nervous than a cat on the Cracker Barrel front porch during the Sunday lunch rush. What’s going on in your life? Why are you avoiding us all of a sudden?”
“I’m not avoiding anyone,” Brigitte retorted. “I’ve been busy with church stuff.”
“Church stuff?” Chantal raised her eyebrows. “I haven’t seen you at church since I got back into town. What church stuff have you been doing?”
“Didn’t Mom tell you? I left the family church and joined a new outreach-oriented organization. Christians United for Peace, CUP for short. We have three services a week – Wednesday night and Sunday morning and night – plus a Tuesday night prayer meeting and Thursday night small group meetings. I host a small group meeting at my house.” Brigitte lived in the left half of a duplex on the edge of town.
“CUP, huh? Isn’t that the group our church’s former youth pastor went out on his own and started?”
Brigitte nodded. “Joseph is a dynamic leader and totally committed to the vision God has given him for this new work. He’s scouting out property in the county so we can build a church and whatever other buildings we may need to do the work God has planned for us. Meanwhile, we’re meeting at the old Starlite drive-in theater outside town. We’ve set up a big tent with folding chairs for the church services, and our music minister is Billy Judson, the guy who deejays all the weddings and big events, so he has his own sound equipment already. When the chairs aren’t in use, we store them in the former concession stand. It’s kind of primitive, but it works for now.”
Chantal noticed her sister became more animated and less nervous as she talked about her involvement in CUP. Determined not to shatter the fragile connection they were building, Chantal avoided voicing her skepticism. Joseph Zacharias was a relative unknown; he had moved to town a year earlier to take a position as youth pastor at Atherton First Baptist Church, the largest mainline denominational congregation in the area, then abruptly left after six months to start his new group.
Since the Athertons had helped found First Baptist, it was exceedingly rare for family members to attend some other church. Brigitte’s choice to affiliate with CUP was unheard of; no Atherton had ever joined a nondenominational congregation. Chantal could imagine the scene it must have caused between Brigitte and their mother, and she began to understand her sister’s avoidance of the weekly family dinners.
Taking a deep breath, Chantal said, “Sis, I’m glad you’ve found something you’re so passionate about. Let’s face it, an office job isn’t very satisfying for most people; we both know it.” Brigitte was in a similar position to Chantal’s, but across town at the attorney’s office founded by their uncle, Lawrence Atherton. “Sure, we’ve both been blessed with a work schedule that gives us Friday afternoons off, but otherwise, office work is – well, it’s somewhat monotonous, isn’t it?”
Brigitte grinned ruefully and nodded. Chantal continued, “So I’m glad you’ve found a church home you’re happy with and that takes up so much of your down time. But Brigitte, we’re all Christians in our family. You don’t have to cut yourself off from us, do you? And according to what you said, you have Mondays, Fridays and Saturdays free. You could come to dinner with Mom and Dad once in a while, couldn’t you?”
Chantal watched for a reaction, and what she saw was a puzzle – Brigitte’s expressions portrayed the emotional spectrum of a soap opera in mere seconds. “Brigitte, we’re not asking you to give up the duplex or come back to First Baptist, just to visit with us once in a while. I’ve been home five months, and this is only the third time we’ve seen each other.” Chantal sighed and took another sip of latte. “I miss you, girl; we all do. Think about it, okay?”
Brigitte swallowed, started to say something, then shut her mouth. Her face continued to reveal some sort of internal struggle, making Chantal wonder what her little sister really was doing in her off-work hours. As quickly as the storm of expressions arose it subsided, and Brigitte was smiling and nodding again. “I will, Chantal. I miss you too, sis. I’ll try to make more time for the family, okay?”
The sisters stood and hugged, and Chantal watched Brigitte leave. The second she walked out the front door, Brigitte’s cell phone rang. Chantal saw Brigitte fumble with the phone and flip it open, put it to her ear, blanch, and look quickly around as if searching for someone. Brigitte started walking away from the café at a rapid pace, talking animatedly the whole time. Chantal followed her outside in time to hear Brigitte exclaim, “I didn’t tell her anything! I swear I didn’t!”
Chantal broke into a sprint, but by then Brigitte had reached her car and peeled out of the small off-street parking lot, nearly sideswiping a sedan as she entered Main Street. Chantal could only stand on the sidewalk and watch as her sister sped away. She saw Brigitte drop her cell phone onto the passenger seat as she drove off, so Chantal grabbed her cell phone and pressed 4 on the speed dial. The phone rang four times and went to voice mail: “Hi! It’s Brigitte here – I’m not actually here, but you know what I mean. I can’t be reached at the moment, but please leave a message. Here comes the beep – you know what to do!”
Chantal slammed her phone shut in frustration. Can’t be reached, indeed.
“Okay, Sue, lunch tomorrow sounds good.” Chantal snapped shut her cell phone and thought about their trip into the kudzu. It had been a week since they’d seen each other, and Sue hadn’t returned any of Chantal’s calls in those seven days. Understandable, though; finding a corpse in the kudzu would traumatize almost anyone, but falling on top of it? Chantal shuddered. If she’d been working that part of the patch that day, she would probably go hermit for a while too.
At least Sue had retained enough presence of mind to move away before tossing her cookies. Chantal doubted she would have been able to contain herself long enough to do that. And then to snap photos of the corpse while waiting for the cops to arrive? Chantal didn’t know whether to be impressed or horrified at her cousin’s decision to study the dead guy’s face and try to remember where she’d seen him before. One thing was sure, though – Chantal was amazed at Sue’s ability not to lose it and run away screaming and crying, as she had wanted to do.
Now that Sue was over the shock of her discovery and finished dealing with the sheriff’s department, she seemed more than ready to reconnect with her closest relatives. She had all but jumped at the chance to meet Chantal at Taco Loco, their mutual favorite when it came to mostly authentic Mexican food. Owned and run by longtime friend and former classmate Luis Irias, the restaurant’s offerings came closer to the real deal than anything else within a 30-mile radius of Atherton. Sue and Chantal had arranged to meet there at noon the next day, a Friday.
Plugging the phone into its charger base, Chantal went back to cleaning house. Since the cottage was on her parents’ property, the family’s housekeeper could have done it, but she insisted on doing the work herself, much to her mother’s dismay. Aside from the fact that Chantal felt it would be pretentious to have a maid cleaning a living space barely 800 square feet in total usable area, she really enjoyed cleaning day. She found the work therapeutic, as she often tried to explain to her mother.
Picking up the dusting wand she had left on the coffee table, Chantal began cleaning books one by one. When she reached her stereo perched on the second shelf from the top of the bookcase, she dusted it and turned it on, selecting the jazz playlist on her mp3 player. Turning up the volume, she began swaying along with a Cool Springs Jazz Quartet/Juju Song rendition of “Song in My Heart.” As the tempo picked up and the piano melody line grew in complexity, Chantal pirouetted from the bookcase to the desk and began arranging papers, dancing along with the music.
A laugh stopped her in mid-sway. She looked through the office door, tensing instinctively. Although she’d left the front door open to get some fresh air into the cottage, few people Chantal knew would walk in without knocking. Not expecting company, she realized she’d made it incredibly easy for someone to break in and rob her.
The tension ebbed from her neck and shoulders as she saw it was Sue, not a robber, who had decided to pay a visit. “Hey, girl!” she exclaimed, dropping the dust wand on the desk and rushing to hug her cousin. “I thought we weren’t getting together until tomorrow.”
“I hope you don’t mind.”
Chantal thought Sue held on a little longer than normal, but considering what they had been through, perhaps they both needed it. Realizing she was clinging to her cousin, Sue disengaged with a sheepish grin and stepped back. She plopped onto Chantal’s blue microsuede sofa. “Since the story broke in the Atherton Gazette, the sheriff’s department released me to talk about what happened. Before, they didn’t even want me talking to you about it, and you were there.” She shrugged and raised her eyebrows. “But now apparently it’s okay, so can I dump on you for a while?”
“What are cousins for? Want some tea?” Chantal moved into the small kitchen and reached into the refrigerator for the cut glass tea pitcher she had swiped from her mother’s pantry. She showed it to Sue. “Remember this?”
Sue smiled. “How much tea did your mother pour from that at those parties she was always hosting when we were kids?”
“Gallons. But she doesn’t use it anymore, so I snagged it.” Opening the cabinet between the refrigerator and sink, she pulled out two tall tumblers, also liberated from the main house, and poured each of them a glass of sweet tea, which she garnished with sprigs of fresh mint. She gave the glasses a swirl as she walked back to the sofa, where Sue sat on one end with her feet curled up under her. Taking up a similar position on the opposite end, she said, “So? What happened with the sheriff’s department? Tell me everything.”
“Remember the two new deputies that came out and took our statements? They’ve been given the case, so they talked to me some more and said they might need to interview you too.” Chantal cut her eyes away from Sue, who grinned at the blush that suddenly colored her cheeks. “I thought so! That Marcus Thibodaux is one fine lookin’ man, my friend,” she commented. Chantal laughed and tea almost came out her nose. Leave it to Sue to be scoping out prospective dates while being interviewed for the discovery of a dead body, she thought, shaking her head and grinning.
Sue looked puzzled at Chantal’s outburst. “Well, he is. I think he liked you too…”
“Oh, no, don’t you start now!” Chantal exclaimed. “Ever since I came back to town, Mom has been trying to set me up with every eligible bachelor from Natchez to Vicksburg. I have enough matchmakers in my life, thank you very much!”
It was Sue’s turn to laugh. “I know Aunt Helene’s chief goal in life these days is to marry you off as soon as possible to a good man with a steady job and a decent income. I’ll try to rein in my own Cupid impulses.”
Removing the scrunchie from the ponytail that had only partially reined in her hair, Chantal returned to their previous topic. “So, have the cops made a ruling on the guy’s death? Was it suicide, murder or what?”
“No, we haven’t,” a voice from the front door replied. “Mind if I come in for a minute? I was told Sue Atherton might be here.”
The cousins exchanged surprised glances and Sue silently mouthed, It’s him! Chantal uncurled from the sofa and walked to the front door. “Please, come in,” she said as she held the screen door open. “I don’t know if you remember me from the other day, Deputy Thibodaux. I’m Chantal Atherton, and you already know my cousin Sue.”
The deputy removed his hat as he entered the house and offered her his hand. “Of course I remember you, Miss Atherton. No need to be so formal; my friends call me Marc.” He smiled as he spoke, and his deep blue eyes seemed to light up with the gesture.
“Marc it is, then. And please call me Chantal.” She smiled in return, while an unaccustomed flutter started in the pit of her stomach. As she half-turned to wave him into the cottage, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror above the console table. Her eyes sparkled and her cheeks were bright pink.
Letting Marc pass into the living room, she followed with downcast eyes. That mahogany hair, and those blue eyes – so handsome! No, Chantal, don’t go there. Remember Kansas?
Oblivious to the turmoil trailing behind him, Marc joined Sue on the sofa and explained he wanted to stop by and update her on the case.
Chantal wandered into the kitchen and fixed another glass of tea, taking advantage of the cold air from the refrigerator to cool her cheeks and regain her composure. Back in the living room, she set the tea on a coaster on the coffee table and picked up her own glass as she moved to the closest armchair. Marc glanced her way and thanked her for the drink, and there was that butterfly-inducing smile again. Chantal sat, thankful the chair was right behind her; she literally felt weak in the knees.
Turning back to Sue, Marc asked, “Did you notice anything near the body that our people might have overlooked – a wallet, Medic Alert bracelet, anything? We didn’t find any identification on him, and he isn’t in the system – no fingerprint match in the NCIC database or the others we checked, no dental records matching the imprint and x-rays of his teeth our medical examiner made. It’s like he didn’t exist.”
Sue searched her memory of the day and shrugged. “Sorry. Wish I could help, but after falling over the body and losing my breakfast in the kudzu, I didn’t investigate any further.” She glanced at Chantal and went on, “I didn’t even pick up the vine I dropped, let alone poke around to see what else might be lying nearby. In fact, I think I lost a good pair of vine cutters in there. I haven’t seen them since, and I didn’t have the heart to go look for them.”
“Oh, you mean these?” Marc pulled a pair of vine cutters, enclosed in a clear zip bag, out of the pocket of his shirt. “Once we tested them for evidence and confirmed they had no connection to the body, I realized they might be yours. That was the other reason I wanted to check in with you; I figured you might be missing them.”
“You sweet man!” Sue exclaimed as she took the cutters from him. “They’re my best pair and I hated the thought I might have lost them, but I couldn’t go back there…” She swallowed and shook her head.
“Trust me, I understand,” Marc said. “It’s hard enough on us law enforcement people to deal with such things. I know it had to have been a major shock to you. Don’t let it stop you from harvesting, though; I’ve seen your work, and it’s really good. Bought a basket for my mother at the Kudzu Fest, in fact.” He grinned. “Besides, if you don’t help keep the stuff under control, it might take over the whole town!”
Sue breathed a shaky laugh. “Thanks again. Hey, do you want to meet Chantal and me for lunch tomorrow at Taco Loco? Say, around noon?”
“I’d love to. I’ve been meaning to go there ever since I moved to Atherton.” Marc stood. “I need to get back on patrol now. No need to get up – I’ll let myself out. It was good to see you again, Sue. Chantal, it was a real pleasure seeing you again too. I’m looking forward to our lunch tomorrow.” Tipping his hat, he grinned as he left.
“My, my, my,” Sue quipped in an extra thick drawl as she watched her cousin watch Marc leave, “I do declare, Chantal, I think you are sweet on our new deputy!”
“Oh, hush!” Chantal threw a throw pillow at Sue. “I am no such thing!”
But those bright pink cheeks told a different story and they both knew it.
So, he’s handsome; so what? Get a grip, Chantal! With a resolute toss of her head, Chantal tried to dismiss the notion she might be attracted to Marcus Thibodaux. Grabbing her cell phone and purse off the console table, she left for work at the bank founded by her great-grandfather and currently operated by her father.
Midtown Bank was literally in the middle of town; hence the name. The Atherton men may not have been an imaginative bunch when it came to business names, but they were very good at managing finances, and the bank had survived through the lean years and thrived in the more prosperous ones.
The bank job wasn’t her ideal choice for a career move, but it meant she could try to keep an eye on her father’s health while maintaining a flexible work schedule. She worked 7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Mondays through Thursdays with an hour off for lunch. On Fridays, she went to the office from 8 to noon then took off for the weekend. She generally spent evenings in either the Atherton estate’s main house or the jewelry studio in the back bedroom of her cottage. Her life was simple, but she was content with it – at least, she had been until yesterday…
Shaking her head at her own silliness, Chantal walked faster as she completed the short trek from the Atherton estate to the bank. She used the back entrance, not to avoid her coworkers, but because it was the fastest way to get to her desk, since her father’s office suite was behind the vault. She dropped her purse in the lower right drawer of her desk, started her computer, then headed into the break room, where she used the new one-cup brewer to make a cup of French vanilla flavored mild roast.
While the brewer decanted, she pulled liquid coffee creamer, also French vanilla, out of the refrigerator and poured a generous portion of creamer and a packet of stevia into the mug. Cup in hand, she strolled back to her office, humming and blowing on her coffee before that all-important first sip of the day.
“Good morning, Chantal,” chirped Kelli, a young new teller who always sounded as though she never had a bad day in her life. “You seem more cheerful than usual. Anything new in your life?”
Chantal paused, half smiled as she glanced into her cup and then at Kelli. “Maybe…”
Kelli giggled. “Mysterious…” She walked into the break room and put her salad in the refrigerator. “Last day of training; after today I go on staff full time.”
Chantal wished her a good day, then finished the short walk back to her office without encountering anyone else. The bank didn’t open until 9, but several new tellers were finishing an orientation week that required them to be there at 8.
Kelli’s friendly question upset Chantal a little, though she did her best to conceal her reaction. She wasn’t looking for a man in her life, so why was this guy she had just met taking over her every waking thought? Was it those cornflower blue eyes that lit up when he smiled or the smooth voice that made something in her go “mmmm” as though she had eaten a Ghirardelli double chocolate chunk brownie…
Enough already, Chantal! It’s out of the question, so stop it! She sighed and keyed in her computer’s password.
A quick glance at her Inbox confirmed the morning would fly by; her father had left her several items to tackle. Fridays were typically slow for telephone calls, since Martin usually was either on the golf course, out of town on business, or in the community generating goodwill for the bank through his civic involvements. In this small town named after the bank owner’s founding great-great-grandfather, folks knew Martin Atherton would not be at his desk on a Friday morning, so the only interruptions Chantal ever had on the last day of her work week were from out-of-town callers who weren’t familiar with his schedule.
This meant she would be able to tackle the spreadsheets, letters and database update without the distractions that typically came with answering the telephone. And since she was alone, she could listen to some music without bothering her father, who preferred silence in the workplace. She clicked open her preferred media player and started the first song on one of the jazz CDs she’d ripped into the computer, then minimized the player and opened the first spreadsheet.
Four hours and two cups of coffee later, Chantal was finished for the day. She put the documents she’d completed into her father’s Inbox, turned off her computer, tidied up and locked the back office, then walked through the front of the bank, waving goodbye to her coworkers. The staff – and most of the customers – returned her wave as she left to meet Sue and Marc for lunch at Taco Loco, a block away from the bank.
Reaching the restaurant first, she ordered a glass of sweet tea at the counter, then sat at the booth she preferred for its unobstructed view of Main Street. People-watching while she sipped her tea and waited for Sue and Marc to arrive, Chantal nodded in greeting to a young couple and older man who entered and sat at an adjacent booth. Luis’s niece Anamaria stopped at Chantal’s table with the three menus she had requested, then moved to the next booth and offered the occupants a set of menus and took their drink orders. Anamaria, a 20-year-old student at the local community college, had a ready smile and sunny disposition that endeared her to the restaurant’s customers.
As Anamaria returned to the kitchen with the other diners’ orders, Chantal heard the older man at the next table comment, “I think she was flirting with me. Do you think she was?” The woman replied, “Down, boy. She’s too young for you.”
Chantal tried to suppress a giggle but couldn’t stop herself. As she regained her composure, Sue entered the restaurant, followed a moment later by Marc. If she hadn’t seen them walk up from opposite directions, she would think they had arrived together. For a moment, she felt a twinge of what she could only call jealousy toward Sue, which irked her. It seemed her heart was determined to feel something for Marc regardless of her head’s advice. Problem was, last time she let herself fall for a guy, it ended very badly for her. Yeah, but Marc’s a cop. He would never…
She stopped the thought before it translated into an expression she’d have to explain away or lie about, and instead smiled and waved at Sue and Marc as they spotted her. Another wave brought Anamaria over to take their drink orders; she returned a few minutes later with two glasses of sweet tea and an order of homemade queso blanco dip and warm tortilla chips, then left to give them a little more time to decide what they wanted to eat.
Chantal decided to order the carnitas naranjadas, a dish made with diced pork tenderloin marinated in a sweet and spicy orange sauce and then roasted. Sue asked for her favorite, paella, and Marc ordered a plate of steak fajitas. All three dove into the chips and queso and started talking about their days almost simultaneously. Chantal laughed and said, “Okay, Sue, you first.”
“Not much to tell, really,” Sue mumbled around a mouthful of food. Swallowing, she continued, “I went kudzu harvesting this morning – no, not that patch, Marc –then spent the rest of the morning processing the new vines and storing them. I have a couple of basket orders to fill, but between processing vines and visiting with Attie Mae, my morning pretty well flew by.”
“How is Aunt Attie? I haven’t seen her in a while.”
“Feisty as ever, Chantal. She told me you better get your heinie out there and say hi to her soon, too.”
Chantal laughed. “Yeah, I can bet she did. She’ll probably ply me with tomato relish or some such when I do go out there, and grill me for every last little detail of my … life.” She had been about to say “my love life,” but caught herself in time to avoid the slip. Sue noticed the tiny pause, though, and smirked as she raised her eyebrows and sipped her tea. Chantal momentarily glared at Sue in silent reply. Marc, who was reaching for another tortilla chip, seemed to miss the exchange between the cousins.
“So, Marc,” Sue asked, turning to the deputy sitting across from the women, “how has your day been so far? Oh, I’m sorry,” she added with a giggle as he pointed to his chewing mouth, “by all means, finish that off first.”
Marc grinned as he chased the chip/queso combo down with a bit of tea. “Actually, there has been a development on the case.” He sat up straighter in the booth and put on a serious face. Chantal and Sue glanced at each other, puzzled, then began to chuckle as Marc did a fairly good impression of his boss, Sheriff Tom Aikers. “After a thorough and ex-hau-stive investigation of the facts and evidence, as well as a com-plete autopsy of the victim, we have de-ter-mined that the man in question was a homeless transient who died of a drug o-verdose.” Marc had the man’s “press conference” speech patterns down pat, right down to his annoying habit of drawing words out with random pauses.
“So,” he continued in his normal voice, “case closed. The guy was an unfortunate victim of his own heroin addiction, apparently. There were needle tracks all up and down both arms, including one new enough to have been caused by his last hit – the one that must have killed him.”
Sue breathed a sigh. “I feel so badly for him, but at least now I don’t have to be looking over my shoulder every time I go out to harvest vines, wondering when the poor man’s killer will come after me because I found him.”
Chantal gave Sue a quick one-armed hug across the shoulders. “I know it’s been nerve-wracking, cous, but it’s over now.”
Sue toyed with her straw for a moment as she stared into space in the general direction of the chips basket, then looked up with a small smile. “Yes, it is. Life moves on, and I have the Fall Festival at the county fairground to get ready for. I’m thinking about doubling my booth size this year – wanna come in on it with me, Chantal?”
Chantal hesitated, but only for a moment. “Why not? I’ve been making jewelry at a fairly good pace since I got back into town, and those kudzu leaf pendants you made for me have really worked out well. I’m sure I can get together enough inventory to share the booth with you. Do I need to apply, too, or will I be covered on your application? I know you already turned it in and got accepted.”
Sue looked sheepish. “I took a chance you’d accept my offer and went on and put both of our names and items for sale on the application. You owe me $25.”
“You!” Chantal swiped at Sue playfully and chuckled. “I’ll get lunch today, okay?”
“Oh no, you won’t,” Marc rumbled from the other side of the booth. “It’s not often I get to treat two beautiful women to a meal. Neither one of you is paying.”
“Okay!” Sue and Chantal accepted in unison. Sue added, “We’re not about to turn down an offer like that!”
Anamaria arrived with their orders on a large serving tray. Without asking what was whose, she placed each one’s order in front of them, gave them all a big smile and said she’d be right back with more sweet tea. A few moments later, she freshened up all three glasses, placed the pitcher on the table and returned to the kitchen.
“I like her,” Chantal remarked. “Luis has done a great job with this place and with training his people to give excellent service.”
“True,” agreed Sue as she blew on a forkful of paella. “Who would ever have thought Loco Louie would end up owning a restaurant and cornering the local market on such comida rica, hmmm?”
“Showoff!” Chantal teased, then added to Marc, “Sue was the second best student in our Spanish class in high school. Luis was best, of course, but it would have been weird for him not to be, since he and his family are Latino.”
“Where are they from originally?” Marc asked as he constructed his first fajita and took a bite. His eyes lit up as he discovered how good “Loco Louie” was at cooking Mexican food.
“We’re not sure,” Chantal answered, scooping up a piece of pork and some rice. “Luis never told us what country his grandparents came from, but his family has been in the area for three generations now. Luis is the first in his family to go to college; he earned a bachelor’s degree in restaurant management before coming back to Atherton and opening Taco Loco. His family is very proud of his achievements.” She took her first bite of carnitas naranjadas and smiled, pleased at her excellent meal choice.
“As they should be,” Marc commented. “I was first in my family to earn a degree, too. It’s no small feat these days, what with the cost of going to college and all. Luis and his family have every right to be proud.” He smiled. “I have a friend back in Louisiana, Tijean, who was in the same situation. He went to college and got a bachelor’s in business, then took his education back home and put everything he had into a charter boat business, specializing in saltwater fishing trips in the Gulf. He was going gangbusters until Katrina hit. Lost his house, all the family vehicles and his dog, but he managed to save his boat and tackle, so now he’s rebuilding the business. He told me if it weren’t for his business degree, he would have had no idea how to go about getting up and running again.”
Chantal and Sue nodded in grim silence, not knowing what to say. They both knew people who had suffered to varying degrees from the impact of the 2005 hurricane, but no one they knew had had to rebuild their entire lives with nothing but a boat and a few fishing poles as tools. In Atherton, people had roof damage and some fallen trees and had gone without electricity for the better part a week following the storm, like almost everyone else in southwest and central Mississippi had, but no one in the area had lost property, vehicles or family members.
Marc saw their somber expressions and shrugged. “Whatcha gonna do? Storms blow through; life goes on. You salvage what you can, replace what you need, and keep going. Don’t be sad, mes cheres,” he said, lapsing into Cajun French momentarily, “we’re a strong bunch down on the bayou. We know hurricanes are part of life in south Louisiana, and we deal with what we have to when we have to. It’s kind of like Mardi Gras – as a cop, I’ve definitely seen the bad side of it, but the season brings a lot of fun and beauty too. You gotta deal with the one if you want to enjoy the other.”
Chantal smiled softly. I’d like to see his Louisiana sometime…
The rest of the meal passed in small talk between bites. Anamaria kept the tea fresh and brought them each a serving of tres leches cake on the house; Luis insisted, she said. Although all three said they couldn’t possibly eat anything else, after one bite they changed their minds and devoured the rich cake made with three milks – regular, evaporated and sweetened condensed – mmming and oohing after the first couple of bites. Realizing they were all making the same noises, they laughed and finished off their desserts without further vocalizations.
To end the meal, Anamaria served them each a small cup of light, sweet coffee – café con leche, she explained as she told them it also was compliments of the chef. Chantal smiled and thanked Anamaria in Spanish, then switched back to English and asked her if she could prevail upon her uncle to come out of the kitchen and say hello. Anamaria shook her head and answered, “He said you would ask me this, and he wanted me to tell you he regrets he cannot visit at the moment; he has a catering job at the country club to prepare for tonight. An engagement party with a Mexican fiesta theme. Perhaps next time?”
Chantal nodded and thanked Anamaria again for the excellent service she had provided them. Marc took the ticket as Ana put it on the table and handed her a $50 bill. “Keep the change, young lady. You earned it, and your uncle should be very proud of you.”
“No, señor,” Ana replied as she blushed a deep crimson. “I cannot take such a large tip.”
Marc insisted with his patented smile, and Ana’s defenses crumbled. She thanked him repeatedly, then practically ran to the cash register to complete the transaction and show her tip to Luis. “We better scoot,” Marc said with a laugh. “Loco Louie might come out here and try to make me take my tip back!”
“Now what’s gotten into that girl?” Helene muttered as she replaced the phone receiver in its cradle. She turned to Chantal, who was texting Sue as she walked through the front parlor on her way to check the mail station in her mother’s home office. “Chantal, do you have any idea why Brigitte would want to come by and take all her belongings home?”
Chantal stopped in mid-text and stared. “Well, Mother, it is her stuff. I’m surprised she hasn’t come for it before now.”
“You don’t understand, dear. Brigitte has always said she didn’t want certain items at the duplex because she didn’t want to risk having them stolen – her better jewelry and the pieces she inherited from Grandmother Atherton, for instance – and she didn’t have room for some of her larger art pieces and furniture. That was why I didn’t mind keeping those things here in her former suite.”
“I have no idea, then. Maybe she simply changed her mind – it is Brigitte we’re talking about, after all.”
Helene shrugged her right shoulder. “Perhaps. I suppose we can ask her when she comes by this afternoon.”
Chantal paused, deciding what to share with her mother about the conversation with her sister the previous week. She didn’t want to alarm Helene by telling her about the phone call she’d overheard a portion of – after all, she only heard a little bit of Brigitte’s side and it could have meant anything – but she thought her mother should know about Brigitte’s growing involvement with CUP.
“Mother, did I tell you I met with Brigitte Friday before last?” When Helene shook her head, Chantal continued, “I’m sorry; I thought I had. Anyway, she told me she hasn’t been able to come over lately because she’s very involved in a new organization she joined when she left First Baptist. The group is called Christians United for Peace.”
Helene nodded. “I have heard of CUP; Terri Bridges at the country club mentioned something about them meeting at the old drive-in outside town. She said her son Jim is attending their meetings and seems much more focused on the spiritual areas of his life than he ever has been before. She said he can’t stop talking about God, and about the group’s leader, Joseph – what’s his name, again? – oh yes, Joseph Zacharias. Wasn’t he the young man who came to First Baptist as the new youth pastor and then left six months later claiming God told him to start ‘a new work’ in Atherton?”
“He’s the one. Anyway, Brigitte is attending all the services – once on Wednesday, twice on Sunday, prayer meetings on Tuesday and hosting a small group meeting at the duplex on Thursdays. She said that was why she hadn’t been by to see us.”
“It’s admirable she’s throwing herself into this new thing so wholeheartedly,” Helene replied, “but it still leaves Mondays, Fridays and Saturdays open, by my count, so her excuse doesn’t wash.”
Chantal chuckled. “I told her almost exactly the same thing. Maybe when she comes by to pick up her stuff, you can persuade her to stay for dinner tonight. It’s Saturday, so she should be free, unless some other church event has suddenly popped up.”
Helene smiled. “I think I’ll go tell Rosalie to cook a little extra of everything in case she decides to stay. Thank you, dear, for updating me about Brigitte’s situation. It still doesn’t explain why she wants to take all her belongings out of the house, but at least I know she’s busy and not mad at us about something.”
“Knock, knock. Is anyone home?” Brigitte called out as she entered the house. “Mother, I’m here to pick up my belongings. Mother?”
“Up here, dear, in your old suite,” Helene’s reply came from the second floor. “Chantal and I were getting some of your things ready to go in your car. Please come up.”
Brigitte strolled up the stairs, eager to collect her things and leave but dreading the confrontation she expected. Reaching the second floor, she walked to the end of the hall where her former suite was located. As suites go, it wasn’t very big –a normal-sized bedroom flanked by a small sitting room and even smaller half bathroom – but her mother insisted since it included all of the requisite rooms for a suite, it be called by its proper name.
As she entered the sitting room, Brigitte was taken back to her teenage years. Her mother hadn’t changed the room one bit, and Brigitte suspected the same held true for the rest of the suite. Overwhelmed by nostalgia, she sat on the French provincial love seat and picked up a stuffed floppy-eared bunny she had carried everywhere for a couple of years during childhood. I always hated the décor in here, she mused, but I loved this rabbit.
She hugged the bunny as her mother and sister entered the room. Her mother rushed to embrace her, but Brigitte remained seated, so Helene had to settle for giving her daughter an awkward half-hug before stepping back. Chantal leaned on the doorway leading into the bedroom and watched the scene unfold between mother and daughter, wondering if her sister’s agitation would manifest again as it had at Fuzzy Logic.
“Hi, honey. I’m so pleased you stopped by. Would you like a beverage or a snack?” Helene watched for any little indication Brigitte was going to relax and visit for a while, but she refused her mother’s offer and wouldn’t meet her eyes.
Gazing at the floor between them, she said, “Sorry, Mother, but I have other plans for the evening. For now, I’m going to take some of my smaller items. I’ll be back with a truck and a couple of guys to move the heavier things tomorrow after church.”
Helene sat down on the love seat and touched Brigitte on the shoulder. “Sweetheart, what’s going on? Why are you so determined to push us out of your life? Have we hurt you or offended you in some way? Please, I want to understand.” Brigitte stiffened and Helene removed her hand, noticing that Brigitte was shaking slightly. She looked at Chantal, lost as to how to reach her younger daughter, but all Chantal could do was shake her head and shrug.
“No, Mother,” Brigitte finally answered, a tremor in her voice. “I’m simply going a different direction with my life than the rest of the family, and I don’t want to be derailed from following the vision God has for me. I need some time and space to pursue this new thing, and I want…” She trailed off, uncertain how to continue. What she wanted to say would certainly cause a scene. Taking a deep breath, she decided to say it anyway. “I know what I’m doing, and it’s what’s best for me. Could you please respect my decisions?”
Helene stood up and turned away from Brigitte, looking again to Chantal for help. Chantal took her mother’s place on the love seat and stared at Brigitte until her sister raised her head. The siblings locked gazes for a few moments, but Brigitte broke eye contact again and stared out the sitting room window, jaw tense and posture rigid.
It was Chantal’s turn to take a deep cleansing breath, because what she really wanted to do was deck her little sister. This girl needed some discipline, and Christian or no, Chantal was becoming more and more willing to lay hands on the child – and not in a “let me pray for you, my sister” kind of way.
“Brigitte,” she said when she had calmed down enough to speak without biting off her words, “I don’t know what gave you the idea we wouldn’t respect your decisions about your own life, but you need to drop the victim act. We’re not trying to run or ruin your life; we just want you to drop into our lives occasionally.”
Brigitte nodded, still staring out the window. It was as though she were agreeing with Chantal only because she knew it was expected of her, not because she actually believed her sister. Chantal looked at her mother and shrugged, then glared at the back of Brigitte’s head.
“Mother, I’m sorry to do this to you, but I think I’ll make other arrangements for supper tonight. Suddenly I feel I’m not going to be very good company. Sis, if you need my help getting any of this down to the car, text me. I’ll be in the cottage.”
Chantal turned and left the suite, her pace increasing to a near-run as she descended the stairs and burst out the back door. She ran laps around the walking path in the yard until she wore herself out trying to work off her anger instead of hitting someone or something. Finally, she slowed down and walked to her cottage, making an effort not to slam the door as she entered. Pulling a mixed berry wine cooler out of the fridge, she twisted off the top with as much force as she could muster and flung the cap in the general direction of the trash can. It ricocheted off the wall above the can and skittered to a halt in the middle of the kitchen floor. Ignoring it, Chantal flung herself into an armchair, put her feet on the ottoman and flipped open her cell phone.
Pressing 5 on her speed dial, she waited impatiently while the phone rang once, twice, three times before being answered. “Sue, it’s your favorite cousin. Can you come by in a little while? I have some major venting to do. I’ll order pizza…”
“But Chantal, Brigitte’s always been a bit on the flighty side,” Sue protested around a bite of Hawaiian pizza. She chased it down with a sip of Coke. “What’s so different this time?”
Chantal shook her head. “It is different, Sue. It’s like she’s trying to disown all of us or something. She keeps talking about God’s vision for her life and how she can’t let anyone or anything derail her from pursuing it. For goodness’ sake, all we were doing was inviting her to dinner!” She bit into her pizza so hard her teeth clicked together audibly.
Sue jumped and reached into her jeans pocket. “ ‘Scuse me, cous; my phone’s blowin’ up.” Sliding it open, she grinned. “It’s Marc. He’s wondering if we want to get together with him and a friend for – get this – pizza!” She laughed. “Should I invite them over?”
Chantal grimaced; she wanted to spend some girl time with Sue venting about Brigitte’s odd behavior and trying to figure out what, if anything, could be done. Thinking about it for a minute, she realized a little objective input from a legal perspective might be what she needed, so she shrugged and nodded. “Sure. Ask him to pick up a couple of larges, though; we don’t have enough here for four people. If he’s taking requests, I’d like bacon cheeseburger.” Sue pressed relayed the message; a few moments later the phone buzzed again and Sue confirmed the guys would be over as soon as they could pick up the pizzas.
“So,” Chantal asked, “who’s this friend Marc is bringing with him?”
“Idk – sorry, I mean I don’t know.” Sue replied with a giggle. “I had texting on the brain. Maybe his partner John – you know, the other deputy we met that day?”
“Could be. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Chantal hopped up and pulled more Styrofoam plates and napkins out of the pantry. “I hope they either like Coke or bring their own drinks, though; I sure don’t see Marc Thibodaux as a wine cooler type of guy.”
Sue laughed, nearly spitting out a bite of pineapple. “Don’t say stuff like that while I’m chewin’, girl!”
Chantal closed the pizza box and handed Sue a napkin. “Sorry. Let’s finish off what we have on our plates and wait ‘til they get here for the rest, okay?” Sue nodded and Chantal sat back down. “So, what about this situation with my flighty little sister? I’m baffled, and I don’t know if we’re overreacting or if it’s something we should be worried about. Any ideas?”
Sue finished off the crust of her first piece of pizza. “Sorry, chica, I got nothin’. I think you should keep an eye on her for the time being. She’s probably trying to establish a little independence, her own identity apart from the formidable Helene Atherton. No offense, cous, but Aunt Helene has a knack for trying to – shall we say, ‘arrange’ – the lives of everyone within her sphere of influence. I mean, look at your situation – sure you’re here in the cottage instead of the main house, but she had this place built to coax you home. She knew you’d never agree to move back into the family manor, so she contracted the construction of this snug little abode. And here you are.”
“True, Mom always has been kind of Martha-esque. Case in point: When I talk about her, it’s ‘Mom,’ but when I talk to her, it’s always ‘Mother.’ She’d have a major hissy fit if I were to be so informal as to call her ‘Mom’ to her face.” Chantal sighed. “Sometimes I wish she were Helen Smith Atherton, not Helene, queen of Atherton.”
“You see? If you feel that way, imagine how Brigitte feels.”
“Yeah, I probably am overreacting…” Chantal trailed off and stood when the doorbell rang.
Moments later, Sue heard Marc in the entry saying in an exaggerated country drawl, “Evenin’, ma’am. Did someone here order our special de-luxe ginormous pan pizza with everything on it? ‘Cuz it’s what my boss tole me ta bring, and if I cain’t deliver it, I gotta eat the whole thang…” followed by laughter as Chantal backed into the living room. Marc and a tall, trim blond man with sparkling medium green eyes followed. Both were dressed in uniforms from Pied Piper, the local pizza joint.
Sue gasped and cracked up. “Sheriff’s department pay is that crummy, Marc? You had to resort to moonlighting as a pizza delivery guy?”
Marc replied with a straight face, “No, we’re undercover.”
“Really?” Chantal chimed in, not believing him for a moment but playing along to see where he was going with it.
“Sure thing. We’re investigating a rash of thefts, and Pied Piper agreed to let us pose as employees.”
Chantal stared at the two men until they started laughing. “Okay, busted,” Marc said. “I know the owner, and he agreed to let me borrow these uniforms and his own car so I could pull this prank.”
Sue shook her head. “Get in here with that pizza, Marc. Is this who I think it is with you?”
Chantal made room on the kitchen counter for the pizzas, which were indeed huge and loaded down with the bacon cheeseburger toppings she’d requested, and handed the guys each a plate. “Dig in, y’all,” she invited. “We still have some Hawaiian left from our original order. Help yourselves.”
Marc spoke up. “We will, but do you mind if we bless it first? I’m assuming you’ve already given thanks, but since we just got here…”
Chantal glanced at Sue, sheepish at their oversight and also puzzled, since Marc made no such suggestion at their meal the previous day. Sue, equally confused, shrugged. “Please do,” Chantal told Marc as she bowed her head. The others followed suit as Marc began.
“Father God, I want to thank You for the food we’re about to receive. I ask You to bless it to our nourishment and bless us to Your service. Thank You for the fellowship we’re sharing and for the friends You’ve given me in this new town. In Jesus’ Name I pray, Amen.”
The other three echoed his Amen, then there was a general rush for the pizza boxes. As Chantal offered Marc a slice of Hawaiian pizza, she said, “Marc, I hope I’m not putting you on the spot, but Sue and I are curious about something. Why the blessing for tonight’s meal and not one for yesterday?”
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